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Revelation 2 v8-11
 ‘To the angel of the church in Smyrna write:
These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. 9 I know your afflictions and your poverty – yet you are rich! I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10 Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown.
11 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.
TALK:   The Apostle John: 
   The believers were scattered by persecution, including the apostles. Thomas seems to have ended up in India, and John in Ephesus and likely wrote his Gospel there. Because of his great influence Emperor Domitian had exiled him to the small island of Patmos where he received and recorded his Revelation. Patmos was less than 100 miles from Ephesus off the coast of Asia Minor and he had continued contact with the churches through letters. He returned to Ephesus when his exile ended and spent the final years of his life there we think. John was probably the last of the twelve disciples to die, in his nineties, at about the turn of the first century. Ephesus is just a few miles from Smyrna the destination of one of Revelation’s letters to churches. Rev.2v8-11 and Smyrna was the home town of Polycarp.
Polycarp’s Faith:  The Church in Smyrna was active in John’s time and Polycarp born about AD70 was committed to Christ from youth. He knew, listened to, loved and respected the apostle John and so he was just one remove from Jesus’ earthly ministry. For this he was widely respected later in his life. He lived a life dedicated to God.
Polycarp’s Appointment:   He was obviously leadership material, although he was not highly educated. He was, however, very faithful, At Smyrna there were a team of elders, and an overseer or Bishop; Polycarp was chosen for that role. He may well have been appointed by John and seems to have served in that role for quite a long time. So he was the senior Bishop from the area and was called to represent them. 
Polycarp Defended the Truth. Polycarp is also remembered for the way in which he defended Christianity against early attacks, particularly by the Gnostics who sought salvation in their supposed arcane spiritual knowledge. He ably refuted the argument that Christ’s incarnation, death and resurrection were imaginary phenomena of purely moral or mythical significance.  
Polycarp also opposed and corrected the heretical ideas of Marcion, the first great heretic. He taught that there were two Gods. The God of the Old Testament, who was basically nasty, and the God Jesus called ‘The Father’ who was very loving. Marcion didn’t believe Jesus was human and he objected to much of what was later to become the New Testament, favouring only some of the letters of Paul. Polycarp challenged his false teaching head-on, calling Marcion ‘the first born of Satan’! Polycarp, in his arguments, also drew heavily on Paul’s letters giving his refutation even more weight.
Polycarp Maintained Unity As one of the senior bishops of Roman Asia, he tried to negotiate an agreed formula for setting the date for celebrating Easter with Anicetus, Bishop of Rome. In Rome they celebrated Easter on a Sunday, but in Asia they followed the Hebrew calendar, using 14th of Nisan whichever day of the week it fell. This had been a big issue within the Early Church, and remained so for a long time. They agreed to respect each other & allow both patterns to continue to be used. However, as a mark of the esteem in which Polycarp was held, he was chosen to preside at the H. Communion service at the end of the discussions. 
Polycarp’s Writings:   His letter to the church in Philippi includes many quotations from; Jesus, John, Peter and Paul and shows how believers had access to many of the books which were later included in the canon of scripture. But that decision lay a long way ahead. One small quotation:    "Stand fast, therefore, in this conduct and 
  follow the example of the Lord, 'firm and unchangeable in faith,
  lovers of the brotherhood, loving each other, united in truth,'  
  helping each other with the mildness of the Lord, despising no man."
   Polycarp is remembered as an example of humility under extreme persecution, and as a man who showed true Christlike character throughout his life. In his letters he exhorts the Church to pray for those that persecute them, and are in authority over them: 
   Pray also for kings and powers and rulers, and for them that  
   persecute you and hate you, and for the enemies of the cross, that 
   your fruit may be manifest unto all, that you may be perfect in him. 
.
Polycarp’s Testimony:  His words at his short trial, when he was told to swear allegiance to Caesar and against God, have echoed through the centuries as an example of an old man’s faithfulness to Christ: 
   For eighty-six years I have been his servant and he has never
   done me wrong; how can I blaspheme my King, who saved me? 
Polycarp’s Martyrdom:   On 23 February 155AD Bishop Polycarp,  was bound, stabbed with a sword, and his body burnt, in front of a crowd baying for his blood, in the arena at Smyrna. Eleven others had recently been killed for refusing to acknowledge Caesar as God. But the mob weren’t satisfied until the leader had paid the ultimate price. Afterwards his martyrdom was carefully recorded, and widely publicised, in a letter called the Martyrdom of Polycarp which was circulated throughout the churches of Asia Minor. That record movingly ends: 
   We collected up his bones, more precious than jewels and better purified than gold, and put them in an appropriate place where, the Lord willing, we shall celebrate the birthday of his martyrdom each year with joy and rejoicing, both to remember those who have run their race and to prepare those yet to walk in their steps.
   This is the story of the blessed Polycarp, the twelfth martyr in Smyrna, though he has a unique place in the memory of all people, being remembered even by all the heathen. He was not merely an illustrious teacher, but also a pre-eminent martyr, whose death all desire to imitate, being altogether consistent with the Gospel of Christ. Having overcome the unjust governor with patience, and acquired the crown of immortality, he now, with the apostles and all the righteous, glorifies God the Father with joy, and blesses our Lord Jesus Christ, the Saviour of our souls, the Ruler of our bodies, and the Shepherd of the whole Church throughout the world.
.
The Effect of Polycarp’s life, work and martyrdom:  5 things:
   Standing for truth. By bridging the period between the Apostles and the Church Fathers, especially Ireneus and Justin, he ensured the survival and growth of orthodox Christian belief when it was under attack from various wild heresies. He guided Church’s history!
   A Good Shepherd. By his simple and gentle rule he set an example to many other bishops of pastoral love for the brethren and a fierce protection of the flock of Christ. There were no more martyrdoms at Smyrna after his sacrificial witness, which shamed his detractors and brought relative peace. He exemplified good Christian Leadership!
   Guiding the formation of Scripture. By his letters, which quoted so freely from the authoritative apostolic writings, he laid the foundation for the selection of works for inclusion in the New Testament which would not be finalised for a further 200 years.
He set principles for the creation of the Christian Scriptures.
   He inspired a new tradition. The Church in Smyrna began the pattern of remembering martyrs on the day of their death. As they wrote; ‘celebrating the birthday of his martyrdom.’
  He fulfilled the prophetic scripture to his Church in Smyrna:

Be faithful, even to the point of death, 

and I will give you life as your victor’s crown.  [Rev 2 v10]
